The lines of the English Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge ''Water, water, every where, Nor any drop to drink.'' so often mis-quoted as ''. . . and not a drop to drink'' exemplify the concern that although water is abundant on this planet, a resource that will never disappear, it is most often unusable, unavailable, or in the wrong place. All that, of course, from our anthropocentric viewpoint. The human race wants water that is potable, readily available and present in an adequate amount. The human race wants too much. It may, in the end, prove not possible to supply enough good water to everyone but it is a worthy aim to try and do so. At the present time billions, rather than millions, of people have water problems of varying severity. Perhaps no more than half of the world's population has adequate access to safe water.
Year by year improvements are made and more of the population gets access to water and sanitation. There is a long way to go but around the world improvements are being made. Not every attempt to help goes smoothly. Provision of pipe wells in Bangladesh gave plenty of water but it turned out it was contaminated with dangerous levels of arsenic. The scale was alarming, between 28 and 35 million people have had to rely on drinking-water with elevated levels of arsenic. In consequence the number of cases of skin lesions, including cancer related to drinking-water in that country is estimated at 1.5 million. Unfortunately, Bangladesh is not the only country with arsenic contamination of ground water. The element pollutes water in many other countries, including Argentina, Chile, China, India, Mexico, Thailand, Turkey, and the United States. Similar health problems have been found in several of these countries.
As is the way of legislators, special days and even years are set aside to try and focus people's minds on the problems they are trying to solve. 2008 is the UN International Year of Sanitation. The World Water Day is the 22nd of March. This day is an initiative that grew out of the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro. It is flagged as a day for international observance but for most people that means that the ''media'' may run stories they may read. In countries where water problems are life threatening, such a day may raise hopes. This does not matter so long so the governments who should be doing something do it and do not, as is the way of governments, talk about doing it. In the jargon of the United Nations General Assembly: they must set up and implement concrete activities as deemed appropriate in the national context. History records that the UN, let alone national governments, could do better.
With provision of water comes something that is really even more important: sanitation, something unavailable to most of the world's population. No lavatories and a large population gives an inevitable result -you have to be very careful when walking around where you put your feet. The problem here is that it is difficult to inspire people and get their help with such a mundane thing. Possibly a compulsory period of life in a sanitation-free environment would concentrate hearts and minds of the politicians who could help. New schools or large agricultural projects are fine and politicians like to be involved with such things while providing latrines for a village just does not get their attention even though the rewards for the village may be much greater. Poor sanitation is one of the main causes of child mortality through disease. Over one and a half million young children die from diarrheal diseases every year. Overall, some 88% of diarrheal disease is attributed to unsafe water supplies, inadequate sanitation, and hygiene. Improving the water supply and sanitation facilities reduces diarrhea morbidity by maybe a third. Hygiene training can increase that figure significantly. In fact good sanitation is probably the most important thing that could help the poorer countries of the world. As the world population inexorably increases more needs to be done and it needs to be done more quickly. As so often happens governments are good on words but poor on actions and it falls to charities to get things done. WaterAid is one such and their reckoning is that ''to reach the sanitation target means providing services to an additional 450,000 people a day until 2015. This calls for almost a doubling of the current efforts. On current trends, the world will miss the sanitation target by more than half a billion people.'' The returns are high. The UN estimates that for every $1 spent on sanitation, the return on investment is around $9. This is through the very considerable returns on health, the environment, and the economy that improved sanitation brings. In fact, the overwhelming evidence is that there is no single development policy intervention that brings greater public health returns than investment in basic sanitation and hygiene practices.
Water poses other problems: many parts of the world have either too little water, which is a drought, or much too much as when there is a flood. Almost two billion people were affected by natural disasters in the last decade of the 20th century, 86% of them by floods and droughts. Flooding presents particular problems and not only the physical effects such as damage to the environment and the urban infrastructure and drowning people. Because the flood water soaks through existing sanitation facilities, industrial waste tips and refuse dumps it increases health risks by contamination of drinkingwater systems. Droughts, on the other hand, because of their longer time-scale, cause more ill-health and death through malnutrition and famine and, simply, lack of adequate water supplies. Maybe a third of the Earth's population live in areas subject to periodic drought. Much of this may just be because of the way the world is, but some is the result of deforestation. Man is by nature destructive and the ability to destroy enormous tracts of the environment has left an appalling legacy for future generations. Common-sense is no argument for better husbandry. Droughts and floods: some areas of the world suffer from both hardships. Lengthy drought periods are followed by rain and flooding. Neither is good but the will to provide a solution is usually lacking. We have made our own bed.
